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The UN states that the chief aim of its program for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 

Forest Degradation (REDD) is “to make forests more valuable standing than they would be cut down, by 

creating a financial value for the carbon stored in trees. Once this carbon is assessed and quantified, the 

final phase of REDD involves developed countries paying developing countries carbon offsets for their 

standing forests.”i On its face, the idea of “reducing emissions from deforestation” is extremely appealing. 

But the devil, as they say, is in the details. While the major multilateral institutions, including the UN, the 

World Bank, and many large environmental organizations, support REDD – indeed, accept it as a done deal 

– a vocal core of forest-dependent communities,ii environmental justice advocates,iii Indigenous 

organizations,iv and global South social movementsv see REDD as a Trojan Horse. Here’s why: 

 

REDD will restrict access to forests for livelihoods and cultural practices 
Over 1.6 billion people depend on forests for some aspect of their livelihoods, but only about 9 percent of the 

world's forests are legally owned by forest-dependent and Indigenous communities. People without land 

rights have no legal power to influence REDD projects.vi In order to protect investments, project developers 

need to keep people from using the forests, especially those who depend on them. REDD pilot projects have 

already encouraged forest enclosures, arrests, and evictions; cases in Kenya,vii Congo,viii Papua New 

Guineaix, and elsewherex have raised alarms among human rights advocates.  

 

REDD will reduce biodiversity 
The UN definition of forests is vague enough to include monoculture tree plantations (such as oil palm, 

pine, eucalyptus), as well as clearcuts (termed “temporarily unstocked areas”) and genetically engineered 

(GE) treesxi. While forest-dependent peoples are reduced to wage-labor, national and corporate entities will 

be enabled to “temporarily unstock” forests before planting new trees.  

 

REDD will degrade livelihoods 
The working definition of forest degradation includes such activities as shifting cultivation, foraging, 

collecting medicinal plants, and accessing sacred sites—meaning most the activities of forest-dependent 

communities. Yet science has shown that those who can best protect forests – indeed, those who have 

protected forests for millennia – are those who live in them.xii It is precisely the lure of the market that 

forces forest dwellers to succumb to external pressures to degrade and destroy their own homes. 

 

Carbon offsets are a false solution to climate change   
REDD projects can be financed through “carbon offsets”: the Co2 saved when forests are left standing is 

purchased to “offset” Co2 released by polluting industries. Purchasing these offsets allows rich countries 

and companies to reduce their emissions on paper, without making real changes. The result is no actual 

reduction in greenhouse gas emissions at the source. Even public funding for REDD-readiness is widely 

seen as a gateway toward carbon-market based financing. When forest protection projects are financed 

through public sources, they should use another name to draw the distinction from market-based REDD. 

 

Forests need to be protected – not commodified 
Turning forests into mere carbon sinks and giving them enhanced economic value can be expected to 

encourage private investors to buy up lands that do not have a clear title, leading to displacement of forest 

dependent communities.  Further, while treating forests as carbon sinks and commodities may create 

economic value, it greatly diminishes their intrinsic value as forests. 

 

Note: endnote links catalogued at http://www.globaljusticeecology.org/publications.php?ID=472 



The Carbon Market is inherently volatile and vulnerable to failure xiv 

The UN says REDD is about “making the private sector part of the solution by providing the kinds of 

market signals, mechanisms and incentives to encourage investments that manage and conserve the 

world’s nature-based resources rather than mining them.”xv “If REDD can be structured right,” the UN 

literature says, “the money will be made not just by carbon traders, but also by developing countries and 

communities for providing the forest-based carbon storage service.” But can REDD be structured right? 

When the carbon bubble bursts, it is forest-dependent communities who will suffer the impact.  

 

The current calculated price for REDD credits is as low as $4 USD – 6 to 8 times cheaper than other 

offsets.xvi This makes it cheaper to buy pollution permits through REDD offsets than to reduce emissions. 

And because forest carbon is inherently volatile (trees eventually die and release their carbon; forests are 

subject to natural flux from fires, pests, aging, and natural disasters), this biological carbon cannot be 

equated with fossil carbon emissions that are permanently released into the atmosphere.  

 

REDD projects force subsistence communities into the cash economy  
Most REDD projects provide a combination of jobs, services, and cash payments to affected community 

members.xvii Some provide payments to meet basic needs, or directly provide services like health clinics or 

schools. Still others offer gifts like laptop computers and fuel-efficient cooking stoves. But bringing people 

into the cash economy or offering them social services is no replacement for traditional livelihoods, cultures, 

and place-based traditions. Indeed, by buying people out of their forest-dependent livelihoods, REDD will 

leave forests more vulnerable to predatory interests – not less.  

 

REDD creates perverse incentives 
The President of Guyana has argued that the country should “proceed full-steam ahead with exploitation of 

forestry resources” in order to reap the benefits of “avoided threatened deforestation.”xviii In other words, 

countries are increasing deforestation now in order to earn more revenue when REDD comes into effect 

because they will be able to decrease their deforestation by a greater amount. 

 

It is unclear if REDD projects will be able to protect forests or reduce emissions in the first place  
If measurements of carbon stored in REDD projects are inaccurate, or if deforestation is stopped in one 

area but increases elsewhere as a result, then overall emissions increase (both from the activity seeking the 

offset and by the deforestation).xix And, because project developers rely on concessions, regional 

deforestation rates, and other market-based indicators to calculate carbon futures, we can never really 

know if forests were in fact saved. Since there is nothing in REDD to stop a project developer from cutting 

down native forest and replacing it with a plantation, REDD may result in more deforestation, not less. 

 

REDD is not rights-ready 
The vast majority of REDD projects thus far are not based in the Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) 

of the communities who live in the affected forests. In many countries, benefits from REDD projects will 

flow to the government, or to the private project developer, instead of to the communities who have 

managed the land for generations. This leads to inherent violations of FPIC and other human rights 

safeguards guaranteed through the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

 

REDD is still evolving, but it doesn’t bode well 
The final form REDD will take is still being negotiated. There are many who defend REDD for valuing 

ecosystems services; there are others who see it as the only way to protect forests and stabilize the climate. 

But whatever form REDD takes, even if it includes Human Rights safeguards, it will be designed to allow 

industrialized countries and polluting industries to continue polluting while forcing subsistence-based 

communities into the market economy. Corporations and countries responsible for the climate crisis need to 

take responsibility for their own emissions and cut them at the source. And the human and environmental 

rights and cultural practices of forest-dependent peoples need to respected.  

 
To learn more and to follow the debate on REDD and climate solutions, visit: 

http://climatevoices.wordpress.com/ 
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